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Important Notice:  Comments received in response to this solicitation, including names and addresses of 
those who comment, will be considered part of the public record on this proposed action and will be available 
for public inspection.  Comments submitted anonymously will be accepted and considered; however, those 
who only comment anonymously will not have standing to appeal the subsequent decision under 36 CFR 
Part 215.  Reviewers must provide the Forest Service with their comments during the review period of this 
Draft Environmental Assessment.  This will enable the Forest Service to analyze and respond to the 
comments at one time and to use information acquired in the preparation of the final environmental analysis, 
thus avoiding undue delay in the decision-making process.  Reviewers have an obligation to structure their 
participation in the National Environmental Policy Act process so that it is meaningful and alerts the agency 
to the reviewerôs position and contentions.  Vermont Yankee Nuclear Power Corp. v. NRDC, 435 U.S. 519, 
553 (1978).  Environmental objections that could have been raised at the draft stage may be waived if not 
raised until after completion of the final environmental impact statement.  City of Angoon, v. Hodel (9th 
Circuit, 1986) and Wisconsin Heritages, Inc. v. Harris, 490 F. Supp. 1334, 1338 (E.D. Wis. 1980).  
Comments on the Draft Environmental Assessment should be specific and should address the adequacy of 
the statement and the merits of the alternatives discussed (40 CFR 1503.3).  
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Acronyms used in this Document: 

AML  Appropriate Management Level 

AUM Animal Unit Month 

BA Biological Assessment 

BE Biological Evaluation 

BLM Bureau of Land Management 

BMP Best Management Practices 

BST Big Summit Territory 

BO Biological Opinion 

C&T Condition and Trend 

CEQ Council on Environmental Quality 

CFR Code of Federal Regulations 

CWA Clean Water Act 

CWD Coarse Woody Debris 

CWM Coarse Woody Material 

DMA Designated Monitoring Area 

EA Environmental Assessment 

EPA Environmental Protection Agency 

ESA Endangered Species Act of 1973 

FPA Forest Plan Amendment 

FS Forest Service 

FSH Forest Service Handbook 

FSM Forest Service Manual 

FSR Forest Service Road 

GIS Geographical Information Systems 

HMA Herd Management Area 

HMP Herd Management Plan 

IDT Interdisciplinary Team 

INFISH Inland Native Fish Strategy 

LRMP Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan 

MA Management Area 

MIIH  May Impact Individuals or Habitat but Will Not Likely Contribute to a Trend Towards Federal Listing 

or Cause a Loss of Viability to the Population or Species 

MIS Management Indicator Species 

NE No Effect 

NEPA National Environmental Policy Act 

NFMA National Forest Management Act 
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NHPA National Historic Preservation Act 

NI No Impact 

NOA Notice of Availability 

NOI Notice of Intent 

ODEQ Oregon Department of Environmental Quality 

ODFW Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 

OHV Off-Highway Vehicle 

PFC Proper Functioning Condition  

PNV Potential Natural Vegetation 

PZP Porcine Zona Pellucid 

RHCA Riparian Habitat Conservation Area 

S&G Standard and Guide 

TES Threatened, Endangered, Sensitive 

USDA United States Department of Agriculture 

USFS United States Forest Service 

USFWS United States Fish and Wildlife Service 

WFRHBA Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act 
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Chapter 1: Purpose and Need for Project 

Introduction  

The Lookout Mountain Ranger District is proposing management strategies for the Ochoco wild horse herd 

that resides on the Big Summit Territory (BST).  The BST is located within Crook County, Oregon, about 25 

miles east of Prineville, Oregon.  The BST comprises about 25,434 acres.1  Of this, 98% is National Forest 

System lands administered by the Ochoco National Forestôs Lookout Mountain and Paulina Ranger Districts.  

The location of the territory in Oregon is displayed in Figure 1. 

The Forest Service has prepared this Draft Environmental Assessment to disclose the effects of the 

management plan alternatives on the human environment.  Three Alternatives are addressed in detail.  A herd 

management plan (also referred to as a ñterritory planò) is an operational plan for managing one or more herd 

units of wild free-roaming horses and burros and describes the desired population level, detailed management 

practices, interagency coordination, scheduling and monitoring requirements for managing each herd unit, 

within the direction established in the Forest Plan (Forest Service Manual 2200, Chapter 2260). 

Figure 1:  Location of the Big Summit Territory (Project Area) within Oregon. 

 

 

1 Acres calculated using the Ochoco National Forest Geographic Information System (GIS) 
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Background 

Early accounts of horses in the Ochoco Mountains are varied, so it is difficult to know the herdôs exact 

origins.  Most sources agree that horses once roamed beyond the limits of the present Territory, and were 

said to be good quality animals as ranchers would selectively turn breeding stock loose to ensure a supply of 

horses would be available when needed for ranch work.  It is known that the U.S. Armyôs Remount program 

influenced the lineage of Euro-American settlersô herds, which then escaped or were turned loose to establish 

or augment the wild horse bands.  In later years, Thoroughbred racing stock may have been released in the 

area.  According to the 1975 Ochoco Wild and Free Roaming Horse Management Plan, the first horses in the 

Territory (around 1925) were animals that escaped from, or were set loose by, different ranches in the 

surrounding areas of Post, Mitchell, and Prineville.   

With the passage of the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFRHBA) in 1971, the Forest Service 

and BLM were required to manage unbranded and unclaimed wild horses and burros in the areas where they 

were found (in 1971) as an integral part of the national system of public lands.  Wild horses share the 

Territory with wildlife and seasonally with domestic sheep; there are no permitted cattle.  

In 1975 the Forest Service completed an environmental analysis (EA) and management plan to address 

management of the wild horses on the Ochoco National Forest (USDA Forest Service 1975).  That plan 

established the Big Summit Territory boundary and determined an appropriate management level (AML) for 

the wild horses to be within a range of 55 to 65 animals.  The EA described this as ña safe range and that all 

uses and activities can exist in continuity at this number with the initiation of management activities to 

protect resources and control numbers.ò  

In 1989 the Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) provided direction that 

ñwild horses within the original territory will be managed at a maximum of 60 head.ò  Horse numbers above 

this level were to be considered excess and were required to be removed.  Horses that had moved outside the 

Big Summit Territory were identified as first priority for removal.  Adoption of excess horses was managed, 

until recently, through a 1988 interagency agreement with the Bureau of Land Management. (USDA Forest 

Service 1989). 

Current Conditions 

A 2018 census in the Territory counted 135 animals.2  This is over double the high end of the current 

Appropriate Management Level (AML) established in the 1975 management plan and the 1989 LRMP.  

Wild horse herds can grow at an average rate of 20% annually (National Research Council 2013).  The 

average population growth of this herd appears to be around 7-8% with high annual variation.  Two recent 

studies of the wild horses in the BST indicated low genetic variability (Cothran 2011 and Mills 2010).  Low 

genetic variability can lead to lowered resilience and increased expression of recessive traits.  According to 

the National Academy of Sciences, ñTheoretical and empirical studies have demonstrated substantial fitness 

costs associated with the loss of genetic diversity in both free ranging and captive populationsé Isolation 

and small population size, in combination with the effects of genetic drift, may reduce genetic diversity to the 

point where herds suffer from the reduced fitness often associated with inbreeding. That would compromise 

the ability of herds to persist under changing environmental conditions.ò (National Academy of Sciences, 

2013.  Using Science to Improve the BLM Wild Horse and Burro Program:  A Way Forward)    

Big Summit Territory is named after the adjacent Big Summit prairie, a privately owned five-by-seven-mile 

basin at an elevation of 4,500 feet.  Most of the Territory is forested with dry grand fir (32%) and Douglas-fir 

(32%) forest types covering nearly 65% of the Territory.  The other 35% is covered by ponderosa pine, moist 

grand fir, western juniper, subalpine fir, or is non-forested such as meadows.  Forage conditions in the 

 

2 The census was conducted by Owyhee Air with infrared technology and identified 119 horses; an additional 16 known 

horses were outside the flight area.  A 2018 annual census conducted by volunteers counted 125 horses. 
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forested areas vary based on the amount of canopy cover present.  Horses prefer riparian areas, which at 926 

acres, is a small proportion of the Territory (2%).  Riparian forage is in an unsatisfactory condition.  

Both the number of horses currently present, and their year-round use appear to be contributing to the 

negative effects of a number of springs and seeps within the Territory.  These areas have exhibited bare soil 

and alteration from trampling in excess of 70 percent, residual stubble heights of less than 2 inches at the end 

of the grazing season, denuded vegetation, and the presence of annual vegetation and other undesirable 

plants.    

Purpose and Need for Action 

The purpose of the proposed action is to develop a new herd management plan3 to replace the 1975 plan, 

incorporating best available science, and to be consistent with the 1971 Wild Free Roaming Horses and 

Burros Act as amended (WFRHBA), 36 CFR 222 Subpart D, Forest Service Manual 2260 and other 

pertinent direction.   

The Forest Service is mandated by the WFRHBA to ensure wild horses are managed in a thriving natural 

ecological balance with other uses and the productive capacity of their habitat as required.   

The need for a new herd management (territory) plan is demonstrated by: 

An increased wild horse population above the AML established in the 1975 plan and more than double the 

maximum number allowed by the Ochoco Forest Plan.  The Forest Service must maintain a herd size that the 

habitat within the Territory boundary can sustain.  A thorough, science-based approach to determine an 

appropriate management level (AML) that considers the current habitat conditions that have evolved since 

1975 is overdue.  Although there is ample summer range available within the territory, winter range is 

limited.  A relatively low availability of forage in the areas where horses spend the winter can result in 

poorer body condition during harsh winters; therefore, there is a need to account for winter range being a 

limiting factor in determining AML.  New information on capture methods and other elements of wild horse 

management that have evolved since 1975 need to be considered.   

Better understanding of fertility control methods and better understanding of genetics, plus a desire to 

improve the genetic variability of the wild horse herd for long-term sustainability.  The existing plan does 

not address the genetic health of the Ochoco wild horses and it does not account for new fertility control 

methods that have become available.     

The Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) includes direction that is based 

on the 1975 herd management plan.  There is a need to amend the LRMP must be amended to replace 

direction that is based on the 1975 Plan.  The purpose of amendments is to update guidance and allow 

adjustments to the AML based on changing conditions.  

Proposed Action 

The Forest Service proposed action (that was scoped with the public in the summer of 2017) is the 

development of a management plan for the wild free-roaming horses of the Big Summit Territory that would 

include the following elements: 

¶ Establish an appropriate management level (AML) based on current habitat conditions and the most 

limiting factors for essential habitat needs.  The most limiting factors in the Big Summit Territory are 

winter forage and space.   

 

3 Forest Service Manual 2260 refers to ñTerritorial Plans.ò  This EA uses Herd Management Plan and Territorial Plan 

interchangeably.   
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¶ Manage for genetic variability through introduction of new genes, or other actions. 

¶ Slow the herdôs rate of growth using approved fertility control methods, adjustments of the sex ratio, 

and/or adjusting age distribution. 

¶ Develop an Emergency Action Framework for effectively and humanely managing situations such as 

sick, lame, or old horses or public safety concerns.   

¶ Develop an off-range plan to include protocols for capturing horses, handling horses, adoption, 

training programs and sale of horses.  The corral at Ochoco Ranger Station compound is one location 

that may be used for off-range management. 

¶ Amend the Ochoco National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) to provide 

overall management objective consistent with the Act.  



Ochoco Wild Horse Herd Management Plan EA Ê 5    

Figure 2:  Big Summit Wild Horse Territory 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































